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	1. Final Patrol

_Darkness. Cold. Pain._

Judy propelled herself upwards towards the light with powerful kicks. Lungs burning and needles of ice piercing her fur, she searched for a way to break through. The ice above, unyielding and slick, stretched out in all directions – flat and featureless. Desperately, she beat her paws against it.

_Must get through. So cold._

Above, through the fractures and bubbles in the ice, she caught a flash of red. Then it was gone.

_Hope._

She knew he would be looking for her. Eyes scanning the darkness, she tried to find it again.

_So cold._

She felt the icy water taking its toll – sapping her strength – body beginning to feel strangely warm. Drifting downwards, blackness creeping in at the borders of her vision, she saw another flicker of red above.

_There it is! _

As Judy prepared herself for one final kick upwards, white, slimy paws slid out of the darkness below and closed around her legs. Struggling with the last ounce of her strength she tried to break free.

_Weak. Too Weak. _

Suddenly she was being dragged downwards into the abyss, lungs on fire, the water a crushing weight on her chest. She screamed – bubbles hissing upwards, the icy water filling her mouth.

One final thought: _I want to live._

Inside her cramped-but-tidy room, Judy woke with a jerk, heart racing. She breathed deeply – filling her lungs with air, the feel of imaginary hands slowly fading. Groaning, she squeezed her eyes tightly shut and pushed the pads of her paws into them as if to rub out the image. "That was a bad one", she muttered to herself. Suddenly chilled, she located her blanket – shoved off the bed and lying in a crumpled pile on the floor. Pulling it up under her chin, Judy felt her terror begin to recede.

_In. Out. In. Out. _

She was suddenly very grateful for her Yoga classes as the deep, rhythmic breathing helped slow her heart and bring back her focus. Mind calming, she heard the sound of distant peals of thunder and the occasional flash of lightning drifted through her partly-open window.

Thunderstorms in Zootopia are exquisitely beautiful - sweeping across the Savannah and Canal districts, picking up energy and moisture. Raindrops start falling, gently at first, but as the front approaches Tundratown and Sahara Square the clouds build up like angry gray mountains, the wind howls and heavy sheets of rain lash the downtown skyscrapers. In the distance, the storm splits – half instantly frozen crossing the mountains into Tundratown. The other half crossing into Sahara Square to become a raging sandstorm – the rain droplets evaporating before they even hit the ground.

It was still amazing to her how two opposite climates could exist right next to each other – but that's Zootopia. The entire city is built on contradiction – opposites working together. Tundra and desert, predator and prey, rabbit and fox. It makes no sense but it works – most of the time. Judy had the sudden urge to run to the window naked, throw it open and let the storm wash over her. Wash away the lingering chills from the nightmare. Wash away her anxiety and emotions. Strip away everything down to her core and leave her empty for just one night. Sighing, in resignation, she snuggled back against her pillow and began to trace familiar cracks in her plaster ceiling with her eyes.

This nightmare had shaken her – she had to admit. They had been getting steadily worse – sometimes so unsettling that they would linger with her the next day – making her edgy and short-tempered. Several months ago, she thought about seeing the department shrink but quickly discarded the idea. Her job required periodic mental health evaluations and telling someone you're having dreams about death is a great way to find yourself assigned to desk duty. Or out of a job. Besides, she didn't need that officious old goat of a psych to tell her what was bothering her.

In her two short years on the force, she'd faced horrors and darkness – seen things that would drive sleep away from most animals. But when you're a cop, you learn quickly how to deal with it or you don't stay a cop very long. Some think about their family and friends – others about their car or boat – holding close to the joys in their life. Growing up, all Judy wanted to do was to become a police officer - to make the world a better place. Graduation from the Academy was the defining moment in her life – the realization of a dream. As a police officer, she would finally be able to make a difference and the sheer strength of her conviction drove her relentlessly. The joy she felt the day they pinned that badge to her chest was like nothing she had ever experienced. When Judy returned home alone after a rough day and the darkness came for her, all she had to do was cling tightly to that joy and she found peace.

Then things got complicated.

She and Nick got a call their first year – break-in – tundra district. Some rich factory owner came in after hours with his date hoping to do a little late-night show-and-tell and found a service door open. Just inside, we found an old otter wrapped in a blanket asleep against the steam pipes. Owner didn't want to look like an ass in front of his girl and refused to press charges so we let the otter off with a warning. The next morning, a bakery owner opening up found him in an alley two blocks away – frozen to death. She and Nick got the call on that one too – just finishing their shift. She still remembers the way his frozen, lifeless eyes stared at her – accusing.

Judy always believed that the law was there to protect the innocent, shelter the weak, free the oppressed and bring justice to the unjust. That night, they had followed the letter of the law, but who did it help? The old otter had nothing except his life and he lost everything over a couple bucks in heating fuel. While he was laying there alone in that cold alley, life slipping away, that factory owner went home to his huge mansion with his little plaything to keep him warm – and that's who they were sent to protect? In those cold eyes and frozen stare, she saw the system fail. She saw herself fail. That's when her conviction wavered. That's when the nightmares started.

The first time, Judy remembered having an exceptionally vivid dream – one about her childhood. She was sitting in the great room of her family's burrow with her brothers and sisters while her father read a bedtime story. She could feel the warmth – the love – like a warm blanket enveloping her. Suddenly she looked around and her family was gone. She was alone and there was something out there hunting her – she could hear it – long claws scraping hard-packed earth. Hot breath drawn in and out with a hiss. Warm slaver dripping from hungry fangs. An instant later, the dream shattered and Judy started awake, heart pounding in her chest.

That was nearly a year ago. In the beginning, her nightmares were just disturbing. Fear. Confusion. Anger. Later they became more horrifying – more violent. The worst were about Nick.

Thinking about her partner always filled her with emotions – not all of them pleasant. Today they were even less so. She knew she loved him – more than she loved anyone else. But that was part of the problem. "This will be our last day together as partners," Judy said softly, to herself – finally focusing on what she had been trying hard to avoid. With that admission, her emotions swirled violently and coalesced in a tight knot right in the middle of her chest. Normally she didn't like this feeling – it happened every time she thought strongly about Nick. Part dull ache, part glowing warmth all wrapped with an odd breathless feeling of anticipation. Like right before the big drop on the roller coaster. Not exactly unpleasant but not comfortable either. Today, with the horror of her dream still lingering, she needed it - welcomed it.

As her mind drifted, the muffled sound of a TV could be heard through the paper-thin walls. Judy could just make out the unmistakable theme song of Grazing with the Stars. She had never seen the show herself – didn't own a TV – but she'd heard every episode this season through the wall. Things were actually quiet next door right now. Her neighbors, Bucky and Pronk, were not kidding when they said they were loud. A steady stream of arguments could normally be heard coming from the room next door – fighting over chores, what to eat, what to watch, who should be eliminated on Zootopian Idol.

With a slow smile, she also remembered the first time she realized that "loud" also applied to their nighttime activities. She had to admit, the advantage of thin walls was that it was easy to get quite an education listening in. What really amazed her was how a Kudu and Oryx could do the things they did and not destroy the entire apartment – the rooms were almost painfully small and they have those antlers to deal with, she mused. Judy had never been with anyone – she had no time for it and even less desire – her goals were more important to her. But she grew curious listening in – her inexperienced mind crafting almost unbelievable scenarios about what was going on just a few feet away. When this happened, her thoughts sometimes turned towards Nick and she would find herself imagining things she never believed she would be capable of doing much less enjoying.

Thinking about him now, that familiar bundle of emotions – the Nick bundle – melted and began to work its way down her belly - warmth spreading across her thighs. Judy took a moment to revel in the feeling – letting it take control of her body - a wetness growing between her legs. "But he doesn't want me", she thought, cruelly breaking in – warmth draining from her body.

With sudden sadness, she realized she was going to miss this place – her neighbors, her ceiling – hers. Growing up with 275 brothers and sisters, everyone shared everything. There was a lot of "our" and very few "my" - moving to Zootopia FOREVER only required a small rabbit-sized suitcase for everything she owned. When the diminutive armadillo landlady showed her to her new apartment, Judy left "our" behind. The moment her small paw closed over that key – larger now in her memory – a chapter of her life closed and a new one opened.

Turning to the alarm clock, the glowing numbers read 3:41 - still almost 20 minutes before the alarm. With a sigh, she leaped off the bed and smoothed out her sheets in one practiced motion. "The early bird catches the worm", as her mother would say. But growing up, the truth was often, "The early bird catches the warm shower". And in any case, she wasn't sure if the saying meant the same when talking about early evening. For a few minutes, she was able to distract herself by locating a fork and picking out a frozen dinner - today's feast would be a few withered broccoli florets steaming fresh from the microwave.

Sitting down to eat and slowly chewing her tasteless dinner, she also realized that this would be the last meal in her apartment. "That's being positive", Judy thought, facetiously. Reflecting about tomorrow's move brought up a new set of emotions – fear, sadness, excitement. Desperately she pushed them away, concentrating again on the Nick bundle – seeking that familiar feeling in her chest like a light through the fog. The move would take care of itself – right now, she needed to feel something of him.

At that moment, the alarm went off with a loud buzz (she had forgotten to turn it off). Startled, Judy jumped three feet, knocking over her chair with a clatter in the process. Sighing as she switched it off, she heard a muffled, "HEY, keep it down over there!" from the apartment next door. Rolling her eyes, she pitched her empty dinner carton into the nearby trash and righted her chair, making sure to rattle it a little harder than necessary with a mischievous grin. "Nothing like a little adrenaline to get you moving", she thought and immediately launched herself into getting ready for her last night on patrol. With a burst of newly-found energy, she scooped up her shower basket - lavender fur scrub, toothbrush and carrot toothpaste, towel, and a number of brushes. She quickly slipped into a large, fluffy, white robe (a gift to herself shortly after realizing she had to share a bathroom with a floor of strangers). Leaving her door unlocked, she made her way down the hall to the shared bathroom.

To her surprise, she had to wait. Usually, one of the benefits of working nights was having easy access to the bathroom to get ready, but today she found it locked. After about 15 minutes the door opened in a cloud of steam and a middle-aged badger who she'd never seen before exited, fully dressed.

"Oh hello", Judy remarked with a friendly smile. "Hmph, a bunny with a basket. Now that's original.", the badger muttered, barely lifting his eyes as he passed by on his way down the hallway to the door across from hers.

With just a small flicker of surprise (badgers are not known for being the most jovial), she entered the bathroom, locking the door behind her and making sure to check each lock carefully. Turning to the tub with a sigh, she found what she expected - a ring of red dirt and silver-gray fur left from the previous user. "Probably has a job in excavation", she thought to herself before reaching for the bathroom cleaner.

Putting away the sponge and nodding her head in admiration of a spotlessly clean bathroom, Judy thought ruefully, "well, at least that's the last time for that". After drawing herself a nice warm bath, she slipped out of her robe and into the lightly steaming water. Living alone, a bath is one of those special things she had re-discovered. Growing up, the sheer number of rabbits in their burrow that had to get ready in the morning left no time for a bath except for the small kittens. Everyone took showers and alternated days. In fact, their bathrooms looked very much like bunny factories – lines of disheveled rabbits going in one side and lines of clean, brushed rabbits coming out the other – raw materials suddenly transformed into finished products. Now that she lived alone, taking a leisurely soak in the mornings was a guilty pleasure she had gotten used to. Plus, it was a great for soothing sore muscles and sorting out her thoughts before heading to work.

Judy lay back in the oversized tub (for a bunny it was gigantic), groaning with pleasure, and let the warm water envelop her like a cocoon. She sank down slightly and floated, weightless, all sounds muffled by the water filling her ears. Floating on her back, completely relaxed, she finally felt capable of thinking about her plans. Several months ago, Judy was having a particularly rough day – the lingering effects of a nightmare still vivid as she listened to Chief Bogo drone on with morning announcements. After the Nighthowler case, this had become one of her favorite parts of the day. Every announcement was a new challenge and at the end, she and her partner would be sent out to help the world. In the beginning, those morning announcements were like a daily affirmation of her life – she had done it – she had succeeded. After the nightmares started, morning announcements seemed to take on more of a bureaucratic quality. A bunch of mission statements and corporate slogans. That day, she found it particularly hard to stay focused. Her eyes drifted to a posting on the jobs board. It read, "Open Position: Special Liaison – Mayor Lionheart". After everyone had exited and Nick was heading down to their patrol car, Judy leaped over and quickly stuffed the posting in the pocket of her uniform. That night she sat at her small desk staring at it for hours. The next day she picked up the phone.

Raising an arm, she watched the water sheet off into the tub. All her life she wanted to make the world a better place. But she knew her faith in the system was fractured. The laws that were supposed to protect the good and punish the evil weren't good enough. As an officer - a soldier – her duty was to enforce. It wasn't within her power to make policy. This job was her opportunity to work with the Mayor and City Council – the ones who make the laws – and help change them. This was her chance to make a difference again. To regain her faith in the system and herself. To end the nightmares.

With the pads of her paws already beginning to wrinkle, Judy reluctantly reached for the lavender body scrub and got down to business. With a final rinse, she stood up letting the now-tepid water cascade down her naked body, running tiny rivulets through her fur. Pulling the tub drain she proceeded to dry herself thoroughly with an oversized bath towel embroidered with tiny red flowers – a gift from her mother. Wiping out the drained tub, ("See, how hard is that?", she thought), she pulled out several brushes and began to put her fur in order.

_Rattle, rattle, rattle. Bang! Bang!_

The sudden sound of someone trying to open the door broke her train of thought. With a gasp of panic, Judy leaped behind her towel before realizing that the security locks she made sure to check would have stopped a rhino (and in fact may have actually just stopped one). "Just a minute", Judy shouted with chagrin and quickly finished brushing her fur and teeth. Packing everything back into her basket, she took a moment to regard herself in the floor-length mirror. Her clean fur glistened and lean profile belied the muscle she had built through long hours in the gym. Patting her flat stomach with a sigh, Judy re-entered her robe and made a final check to make sure she hadn't left anything. Unlocking each lock and opening the door, Judy prepared to apologize for tarrying, but instead, stepped out into an empty hallway.

Making her way back to her room, Judy passed several other apartments. The sound of coarse laughter could be heard from one and an odd, heavily-spiced aroma of cabbage curled out from under the door of another. For decades, the Grand Pangolin Arms has been a well-known fixture in Savannah Central. Occupying 6 floors of a large brick building, the complex was originally a hotel built during the city's gilded period. The structure was abandoned and stripped during the great drought and was later converted to low-cost housing. Today, the building belies its former opulence – the rooms are small, the carpets worn and the wallpaper old and torn. Now home to dozens of families, the complex often attracts residents down on their luck or who just want to be left alone. It does have several advantages: it's close to the Zootopia Transit Authority and the rent is dirt cheap. Perfect for a young bunny with limited means just starting her career. Judy's new promotion meant she would be working at City Hall in the Mayor's Office – much farther north than the police station. She had planned it out and the longer commute plus two additional transfers just made living here too difficult.

A somewhat surprising cord of sentiment wound itself around her and she suddenly found herself trying to memorize the pattern of the threadbare carpet, the creak of the floors and the look of the hallway light fixtures. Tomorrow she was moving out and another chapter in her life would close – one that didn't go exactly as she expected. But today, while she still could, she would try and etch the final pages as clearly as possible.

Pausing outside her door, she glanced across the hallway, suddenly regretting not getting to know more of her neighbors. Police work is a demanding job that left little time for Judy to get to know the other animals who share her building. She knew Bucky and Pronks (who didn't?), but beyond them and a couple others she passed coming and going, Judy didn't know many animals living here. Suddenly she noticed that the door of the apartment across the hall was slightly ajar. Her highly-sensitized hearing picked up an odd grinding sound coming from within - like the sound of a giant mixer. Ears picking up quizzically, she moved closer to the cracked door and tried her best to casually take a peek. Inside the well-lit room, she could make out rows of shelves lined with earthenware pottery. In the middle, the badger who had passed her earlier was working the pedals of a large pottery wheel. His long, flat hands and slender fingers expertly working the block of clay spinning before him. "Excavator indeed", she thought to herself with irony and more than a touch of embarrassment. Even she had to sometimes remind herself that this was Zootopia and anyone can be anything. Silently turning away, slightly annoyed with herself, she jerked open her door and strode into her room. A flash of eyes and teeth from the darkness at the foot of her bed was all the warning she got.

Mentally cursing herself for her carelessness, her police training took over. Diving into the room sideways to avoid her attacker, she rolled to her feet. Crouching to lower her center of gravity, she threw the now-empty basket at the dark figure. Her powerful legs, built up over long hours at the gym propelled her into a reverse roundhouse kick directed at the assailant's midsection. With a satisfying thump, her foot connected and she heard her opponent grunt in pain as her momentum carried her around and the force of the blow threw the large figure down onto her bed. Realizing the small room left her little room to maneuver, Judy prepared to dash for the hallway when her nose caught a familiar scent. Quickly locating the fallen desk lamp and switching it on, she finally got a clear look at her attacker.

"Nick!", Judy gasped.

The slender red fox lay on his side gasping for breath, teeth clenched in pain. In an instant Judy was by his side, leaping onto the bed beside him, rolling him on to his back and peering into his eyes with concern. A few seconds stretched into an eternity as Judy quickly checked him for injury and he choked for air. After what seemed like forever, Nick finally took a few shuddering breaths and his eyes fixed on hers.

"Hello there, cottontail", Nick said through clenched teeth.

"Nick! Are you hurt? Tell me what hurts!", Judy pleaded, pressing her paw against his cheek with concern.

"That's one mean kick you have", Nick replied shakily, squeezing his eyes shut.

"Lie still, I'm calling the EMTs", Judy exclaimed looking around quickly for her phone.

"No, just wait a bit", Nick said, grabbing her arm and coughing. "I'll be OK – just give me a few minutes."

"Why would you DO something like that?", replied Judy, concern turning to anger and pulling away from him.

"I guess it's just the predator in me. I saw you come through the door all wrapped up in a fluffy white bun like a rabbit sandwich..."said Nick, slyly, raising himself up on his elbows.

"My robe is NOT a...", Judy interrupted and paused suddenly as she looked down and realized that, during the scuffle, the belt of her robe had worked loose exposing a little too much fur. With a small gasp, she pulled the front together and a flush crept up her cheeks.

Her eyes met his - green and bright and looking at her intently, "...bun?", he finished for her after a pause.

"I could have hurt you, Nick. Bad.", replied Judy, voice softening from indignation to concern.

"What you did definitely hurt.", Nick said, barking a laugh. "Lucky you bunnies have such soft padding", he quipped, a smile curling his lips as he moved his hand lightly against her closest leg, lightly stroking her recently-brushed fur. With his touch on her leg, both her anger and concern started to fade away and she felt a heat begin to rise in her cheeks.

The sudden realization of where they both were - him lying stretched out on her bed with her kneeling beside him in nothing more than a robe, door wide open, struck her. With no small measure of regret, she pulled away from him, stood up and began to straighten everything that had been scattered about.

"Sometimes, I think you are part feline with all the cleaning you do", Nick teased – sitting up.

Shooting him a dirty look, Judy replied, "Since this is your fault maybe you should get off your tail and help."

With a groan, Nick pushed off of the bed and began gathering her fallen brushes up. Despite his shady past and constant teasing, Nick really was a kind and considerate fox. For not the first time, Judy felt extremely lucky she met him when she did. As she picked up her clock from where it had fallen beside her desk, she glanced at the time.

"Nick - we need to get going! It's almost 6:15 - we have to be on patrol in 15 minutes", Judy said with alarm.

Then she was pushing him into the hall and telling him to wait while she changed. All the while, he was dragging his feet and pretending to get dizzy and asking to lie back down. Finally getting him into the hall, she shut the door and made sure to check the lock so he couldn't mess around with her as she changed. Stepping back into her tiny room, she paused to gather herself. She knew today was going to be emotional and this wasn't a good way to start it. A thought formed – drifting upwards from her subconscious.

_Is this what you really want? _

Quickly, she stamped it back down. She had made her decision and this is the path she was taking. With a shake, Judy quickly pulled off her robe and pulled on her uniform. Stopping a moment to check the mirror, smooth her fur and make sure her uniform was on straight, she hopped into the hallway.

As usual, her partner, Nick Wilde was slouched against the opposite wall, hands in pockets, wearing a pair of dark sunglasses. Judy turned to lock her apartment.

"Yes, make sure to lock up – wouldn't want any shifty characters finding their way inside, would we…", Nick said.

Rolling her eyes, Judy finished locking the deadbolt, "Lock, lock, lock. Aaaaaand we're moving.", Nick said, already heading towards the elevator.

Rushing to catch up, Judy replied, voice laden with sarcasm, "Are you sure you're OK? No lasting damage? Nothing wrong with your eyes?"

"What, these eyes?", Nick replied with a sly grin, glancing at her over the rims of his sunglasses and wiggling his eyebrows. "Nope, perfect 20/20 vision", he said, sliding the shades back up.

He knew she hated the sunglasses – it's an argument they'd had several times before and she knew one of the reasons he wore his 5th best pair today was just to get to her. On the other hand, she knew exactly what happened to the other 4 pairs. Judy smiled back with a sly grin of her own, noting with satisfaction, the slightly puzzled look that flickered across his snout. Entering the ancient elevator, Nick hit the button for the ground floor. The rust-pocked doors slid together with a scrape and the elevator jerked to life, cables screaming in protest.

"Oh! We're going to die.", Nick said, closing his eyes, hugging his tail and doing his best to look fearful.

Judy laughed, "Don't worry Nick, I hear foxes always land on their feet".

"That would be cats. Besides, I'm not worried about falling. I'm more worried about getting stuck in this death trap. Hold me..", Nick replied, dropping his tail and holding out his arms, eyes squeezed tightly shut.

Elbowing him in the gut, Judy stepped back gracefully.

"Oomph!", Nick exclaimed, "Easy carrots – here I am risking my life for you and everything."

"You know you love me.", Judy responded with a phrase they had come to use a lot. Today, she knew she was waiting for a chance to say it. She needed to hear the answer now, more than anything – even if it was just their own private joke and didn't mean what she wanted.

"Do I know that? Yes. Yes, I do", Nick replied. Relief suddenly washed over Judy but she was careful not to let it show.

The elevator came to a shuddering halt on the ground floor. The doors opened, disappearing into the sides with another loud scrape and Nick and Judy stepped out into a converted mailroom that had once been part of the hotel lobby. Judy gave a quick wave and flashed a friendly smile to an elderly lady opossum who was just entering the building. She had gotten to know Patricia the opossum a little from helping her carry her groceries. She suspected that Patricia had once been a socialite – her accent and mannerisms were quite polished and refined – but, like many of the occupants of her complex, had since fallen on hard times.

"Hello Patty, I'd like you to meet Officer Wilde, my partner", Judy said cheerfully, "Nick, this is Mrs. Agusta".

"Pleased to meet you, madam", Nick said, extending a paw and trying his best to look charming.

The elderly opossum just gave Nick a long look and wordlessly entered the rusty elevator, pushing the button for the top floor. Turning to face them, Mrs. Agusta's fixed her gaze on Nick and didn't waver until the metal doors slid between them. Nick and Judy watched, silently, as the ancient elevator took its ancient occupant to her once-glamorous, now-faded apartment.

"Patty the possum", Nick said wryly. Judy chuckled – not because of the alliteration but because she knew from experience that omitting the "O" in opossum around Mrs. Agusta would elicit a long lecture about her proud species and the correct way to say it.

"Well, at least she didn't fall over and pretend to be dead – otherwise, we'd have to carry her upstairs." Nick quipped.

"Stop Nick, you're terrible", Judy replied, trying her best to hide her own grin.

Exiting the building onto Acacia Street, Judy and Nick approached their cruiser, parked nearby. Nick slid into the driver's seat with a big and obvious smile, expecting their usual argument.

"How about you drive today", Judy said, in a loud and purposefully nonchalant voice.

Glancing sideways, she saw a flicker of surprise from her normally guarded partner and smiled inwardly. It was always a delight when she could get an honest emotional response from him. More than once in the same day was a real rarity.

Besides, Judy still needed some time to think and letting Nick drive gave her that opportunity. Judy keyed her com, checking in, "Dispatch, this is unit echo fifteen, beginning patrol".

With a crackle, the unmistakable voice of the station dispatch officer, Benjamin Clawhauser came back, "… Echo fifteen, this is dispatch. On time as usual – how's my favorite bunny doing today?"

"Oh just great", she replied, "Officer Wilde is looking a little worse for wear, though."

Ben giggled, "When is that ever not the case?", he replied as her partner added an indignant, "HEY!"

She knew the friendly cheetah would be seated at his desk with a large box of donuts, probably messing with his phone. Of the people she would miss the most, Nick was all alone at the top of her list, but Ben made it in as a strong second. His perpetual smile and friendly personality always cheered her up and it helped that he was often the first person she saw in the morning when coming into the station.

Getting down to business, Judy scrolled through their evening assignments on the computer.

"What's on tonight's hit list", Nick said.

"Looks like we're on patrol in the warehouse district. That new gang of coyotes has staged some break-ins down there and we're supposed to BOLO anything suspicious. Let's head out.", Judy said.

"You're the boss, carrots.", Nick replied

The sun set just as Nick and Judy's cruiser arrived in the warehouse district and the giant buildings cast long shadows across the street. She really did love the city at night. Most of the cops in her precinct were diurnal and hated the night shift. Nick was nocturnal by nature so it was easy for him to stay up and Judy never complained. The diffuse light left over from the setting sun silhouetted the buildings against the darkening sky. As they began their patrol, the stars slowly appeared – much fewer and harder to see than in Bunnyburrow. Her father had taught her the constellations when she was a kitten and even here she could pick out familiar shapes – the sickle – three stars in a crescent with four making the handle. And just to the north, the prowler – a bundle of stars that slightly resembled the shape of a tiger ready to pounce. As they drove, the street lamps came on one by one casting pools of light onto glistening pavement still wet from the late afternoon rainstorm. Cracking the window, Judy inhaled deeply, letting the smell of the city fill her lungs, calming her. Her heightened senses also picked up her partner's familiar scent – a clean, soapy smell and, underneath that, an exotic, musky aroma that was just him.

Making their slow way around the district they saw few animals out. "Easy night tonight,", Judy thought to herself resting her head back against the seat and closing her eyes. Her thoughts drifted back to several weeks ago when she formally submitted her application for the open liaison position. Judy felt it was a long shot – she had only been on the force less than two years and she was sure she'd be competing with cops with far more experience. But to her surprise, Chief Bogo called her into his office a week later and told her she was being offered the promotion. They gave her two days to consider.

It was just like graduation – that same joy, hope, and faith suffusing her again, like a lost part of her had finally returned. She was just about to accept when the full magnitude of this decision struck her. Pausing, Judy replied, "Thank you very much, I'll let you know."

Suddenly breaking the silence, Nick said, "Aaawful quiet in here tonight." Lost in thought, Judy almost jumped – she flushed a bit then glanced sideways to see if Nick had noticed anything. "Is it time for your daily carrot latte yet?", Nick continued as if nothing had happened. Hearing the name of her favorite drink from Snarlbucks, Judy's stomach gave a little growl. "You're on, partner", Judy replied, hiding a small twinge of sadness at how little time she had left to say that.

The only 24-hour Snarlbucks in the entire district was on the far north side where the warehouses ended and several streets of low-end housing began. A buffer zone separating the industrial area from the posh apartment buildings and offices of the financial district. They pulled up to the order window and recognized the barista on shift tonight. Nick and Judy knew all the Snarlbucks baristas by name at this location. Tonight it was Kate, a pretty, young silver fox who was working her way through art school. After some polite conversation, Nick and Judy put in their order. Judy got her usual and Nick tried something new – a Carmel Cricket Macchiato. As Judy reached into her belt pouch for some money, Nick said, "My treat tonight, carrots."

"Well, this is a first", replied Judy.

"I know, I know", Nick replied with a put-upon expression, "Don't get used to it."

"Thanks a lot, Nick, you're a real friend", replied Judy. Nick smiled but said nothing.

Driving away, drinks securely stowed in cup holders, Nick headed up towards the financial district. Now fully dark, they passed rows of run-down homes and dark storefronts, iron gates drawn across windows. The smell of her latte and the rhythmic sound of their patrol car driving over seams in the pavement soothed her. Nick began to softly whistle a slow tune – something sad - familiar to her but she couldn't put a paw on it.

It had taken her almost the entire two days to work up the courage to talk to Nick about the job offer. She had thought it through carefully – analyzing all of the pros and cons. These nightmares weren't getting better – they were getting worse. If she didn't fix things, it would either be the train back to Bunnyburrow or the car taking her to the mental hospital. But what she was trading was almost as important to her – her partnership with Nick – maybe even their friendship. She knew Nick would be her friend until the day she died, but after this, would he feel the same way about her?

When Judy asked Nick to be her partner, she never thought he would. She expected him to shrug it off with a smile and a joke. But to her surprise, he agreed – enthusiastically. He didn't even think it over – he just filled out the application to the Academy. Since then, she had come to depend on him as her partner and best friend. Now, this job would break up their partnership forever – what she created, she would now have to destroy.

_Weak. Too Weak. _

Her thoughts from the dream returned, bringing an icy chill with them. Judy suddenly realized this was a question that she needed to know the answer to - a piece of the puzzle she didn't understand. Without thinking of whether it would bother him now, she blurted it out.

"Nick, why did you become a cop?", Judy asked.

Nick paused for several seconds – unusual for the ex-hustler who always had a ready answer for even the strangest questions.

Finally, fixing a sly grin on his muzzle, he replied, "I remember some cute little bunny asked."

Normally she would respond with false indignation at his word choice but today, she let it go. This was too important. "I know I asked", she replied, "but you didn't even think it over – you just filled out the form."

"Well, I just figured my policeman's discount would apply on Jumbo-pops and increase my profit margin" Nick joked.

"I'm not getting a straight answer out of you tonight, am I?", asked Judy.

"Well, if you didn't like the first one, I can always make up a new one if you want", Nick replied sarcastically, obvious that he wasn't going to relent.

Nick was an expert and deflecting and she knew if he didn't want to give a straight answer, she wouldn't get one. When she thought about taking this job, she imagined her and Nick staying best friends – going out for drinks every day without the stress of the job. She even wondered if the distance would be good – give both of them an opportunity to think things over. A tiny portion of her mind also noted that this would resolve any issues with fraternization but she crushed it ruthlessly. But her greatest fear was of Nick thinking she betrayed him. Without a straight answer, without knowing that piece of the puzzle, the door was open to that possibility and it frightened her.

When she finally told him about taking the job, they were in Nick's apartment just getting ready to head to work. As she started to explain, words just poured out. Before long, tears were running down her cheeks and she was practically sobbing. Nick just watched with a soft expression on his face. When she finished, he gathered her into a warm hug while she sobbed. When she had recovered, Nick stepped back and congratulated her warmly, brushing aside her apologies with a smile and a joke. She remembered being relieved. But now, part of her felt disappointed. That part of her wanted Nick to be upset – to yell at her for doing this to him. To tell her that he needed her and didn't want her to take this job. To take her by the paw, pull her close, look deep into her eyes and….

Just then, their patrol car turned the corner onto Peak Street where the slums ended and more expensive apartments began. Out of the blackness ahead, the headlights of their cruiser illuminated a middle-aged woodchuck running their way waving his arms over his head, face drained of color. Judy knew what that usually meant – something bad. Something very bad.

Pulling to a sharp stop, Nick and Judy stepped out of the car to intercept the running animal.

"What's the matt..", Nick began but the groundhog cut him off.

"Over there. Alley.", the slightly overweight animal panted pointing ahead and to the left where a dark alley loomed, the streetlights just barely penetrating the opening. Placing one hand on their patrol car, the distraught woodchuck leaned over and retched into the street. Instantly alert, Judy and Nick pulled their weapons and advanced on the alley in a practiced formation. From out of the mouth of the alley, a large semicircle of red had started to spread – wet and shining under the harsh streetlights.


	2. Walls of Stone

Blue and red lights strobed against the dark, featureless buildings. The area was a flurry of activity – a stark contrast to the quiet streets that Nick and Judy had patrolled just a short time ago. Figures moved back and forth with purpose working the crime scene, belying the time of the morning. The CSI team had just finished sealing off the area with yellow ribbon - preserving evidence. Several gawkers were already gathered at the border, bright flashing lights splashing across grim faces like mourners at some giant circus. No one really wants to see this show come to town - yet here they were. Like a line waiting to get inside the freak show – drawn to misfortune like flies to garbage. Sitting inside their patrol car, Nick and Judy stared silently ahead, drinks cold and forgotten. Slowly Judy glanced at her partner – sitting in the driver's seat, an unreadable expression on his face. Turning her gaze away, she watched out the window. She'd seen this show before – more than she wanted to. But never before like this.

She quickly picked out Officer Fangmeyer – the white wolf was easy to spot against the backdrop of dark buildings. He was off to the side of their car under a street light taking a statement from the portly groundhog who had stopped their cruiser. The poor animal was seated on a nearby curb wrapped in a thick blanket – probably some store owner heading to work. Even Judy and Nick were shaken - you don't see something like that without it getting to you. She knew Nick was walling it away in his head just like she was.

_Think about something joyful - family, friends - hold on tightly. Let your training take over. It's just meat – that's all - nothing you can do for them right now. _

Unbidden, the scene played itself out again in her mind: They had seen the blood – lots of it - and both knew this was for real. Judy advanced on the alleyway, weapon drawn, Nick just behind her, covering her. They pressed themselves up against the wall of the adjoining building and Judy crouched down, peering in. She knew from experience that if there was a threat, it would be expecting a larger target. She used her size to her advantage any way she could and this was life and death. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she engaged all of her senses – seeking out any danger. Her large ears quickly picked up a steady dripping – like a leaky faucet - but nothing else. No movement. No breathing. Bounding into the alley she stayed low against the near wall, moving flat footed to avoid slipping. Nick quickly darted over to the opposite wall so any attacker would have to split attention between two targets.

Ahead of her, there were two large shapes cloaked in shadows against the far wall. Steadying herself with a deep breath, she paused – trying to spot any movement ahead that could signal an attack. The deep, metallic smell of blood filled her nose but all was still. Glancing over at Nick she gestured with her paws – telling him to be prepared and to cover her. Nodding once, Nick raised his weapon as Judy advanced further down the alley. With a practiced motion, Judy retrieved her flashlight from her belt. Holding it out in one hand, weapon at the ready in the other, she flicked the switch with her paw. As the beam penetrated the darkness, her stomach clenched. The alley was a slaughterhouse. Blood splashed the walls and pooled on the ground – a red carpet flowing from the two figures against the wall.

Thoughts spinning quickly away, Judy's mind lurched back to the present, darkness clawing at her.

_New Job. Make a Difference. Better place._

Not working – try something else.

_Nick_…

Thinking of her partner, her lavender eyes sought him out desperately. She caught his gaze and realized it had been fixed on her for a while. Their eyes locked silently – deep green pools with yellow flecks – for a moment, that's all that existed. She breathed in deeply, seeking his familiar scent, trying to purge the lingering smell of blood from her nose.

For once, his face, so often full of humor regarded her with deep concern. "Judy, are you OK?", he asked, worry softening his voice. Hearing him use her name – he almost never did – her insides blazed – emotions swirling strongly. She reached for them and held tight like an animal being swept away in a flood grasping an outstretched branch. Slowly the darkness parted and slowly retreated.

"I..I think so", Judy said shakily, "that was bad, Nick. I don't think I've ever seen so much blood."

"I know..", Nick replied, rubbing his temples as if trying to scrub the image out. "I've seen some sick things in my day, but I don't remember anything like this".

Judy was slightly shocked - Nick had lived a pretty rough life. He hadn't told her everything but she had pieced together his stories and knew that much. So if he said it was bad, she knew it was pretty freaking bad. Judy sighed, and rubbed her eyes, thinking sadly about the two lives ended.

_Two more._

Most cops wore masks around the station – disguising emotions with walls or even grim humor. In this line of work, it was bad to let things get to you but even worse to let it show at the office. Nick was the one person she could let her guard down around. He knew about her nightmares – had seen her at her most vulnerable. Right now, it helped her deal with this without having to act like it didn't bother her.

"Those bodies Nick – the damage - did you see?", Judy asked, frowning.

"Yea I saw it – gruesome. They got mauled pretty bad by more than one perp. I saw different-sized claw and teeth marks on the gazelle…", Nick said, voice trailing off.

_Tap. Tap. Tap. _

Looking up, she and Nick saw Officer Fangmeyer standing next to the cruiser. Nick lowered his window and the white wolf leaned in.

"Officer Hopps, Officer Wilde. Sorry to bother you. I need your statements", Fangmeyer said, more rough than usual. She could tell Fangmeyer had his mask on – acting tough – all business. That's one of the ways they taught you to deal with crimes like this – concentrate on the job – do what you can for the victims. Thinking about victims made her mind lurch again.

_Nick._

Her mind clawed for an image of his face – silly grin – green eyes.

_It worked!_

"Ok, just a second", Nick replied. Nodding, Fangmeyer walked a distance away giving them some space.

"Ready to do this?", Nick asked, turning to her.

"Yes, let's go", said Judy feeling more confident.

Exiting their patrol car, they walked over to the white wolf and began to go through the sequence of events again while he took notes on a small pad. Judy knew that the entire department would be working overtime tonight. Nick and Judy's statements would be invaluable to the team – establishing a timeline, describing surrounding activity and how they first encountered the crime scene. Getting them into the report for tomorrow's briefing was vital - so the two partners grimly re-told everything as Fangmeyer nodded and wrote furiously. Just then, Judy noticed Officer Grizzoli approaching. He stopped nearby and stood at a respectful distance as Fangmeyer finished writing.

"Officer Hopps, Officer Wilde", he inclined his head, "Sorry, but the Chief is on the horn – needs to talk to you both."

Following Grizzoli back to his car, Judy and Nick passed the CSI squad. She could see camera flashes coming from deeper inside the alley and averted her eyes. Up ahead, a female squirrel in a white forensic suit rapidly recited details of the crime into an electronic voice recorder. Judy's hearing picked up some of the words as she passed.

"….female kangaroo between 20 and 25 years of age, body prone. Hide removed below the neck by bladed instrument and missing. Body shows obvious signs of trauma. Female gazelle, age unknown, body seated against south wall. Head removed at shoulders - also missing…", the voice trailed off as they passed out of hearing. Approaching Grizzoli's squad car, he opened the door and grabbed the radio.

"Chief? Here they are..", Grizzoli said, keying the handset and handing it over to Nick.

"Hopps? Wilde?", Chief Bogo's voice came crackling through the radio, sounding tired. They knew when word came in about this one, someone would have called him at home. He would be working hard over the next few hours to gather information, develop an action plan and draft up a response for the press.

"Yes sir?", both Nick and Judy replied at the same time.

"After you finish with your statements, I want you to take the rest of your shift off. No arguments! I need you both there at tomorrow's meeting."

"Yes sir.", they both replied. Handing the handset back to Officer Grizzoli, Nick and Judy made their way back to their own car. They had to pass by the alley again but neither looked that way. Ahead, they could see the black police van marked "Coroner" on the side - two large polar bears were loading a large black bag into the back next to a similar one. She and Nick picked up the pace – neither wanted to stay any longer than necessary. Sliding back into their cruiser, Nick reversed direction and drove slowly away. Neither one of them knew where they were going, they just knew they didn't want to say any longer than necessary. As the flashing lights faded behind them, both partners let out a collective breath they didn't realize they were holding.

Judy had seen bodies and blood before – it's part of the job – take care of the living as well as the dead. Most of the time when there was a fatality, it was an accident or self-inflicted – no malice involved. This was something else entirely. In the next hour, forensics and toxicology would begin their investigations – putting together the exact time and manner of death. When complete, it would all go in red case files that would be passed out at this morning's meeting. Judy didn't need the case file – she had seen it all and the brutality of it was like nothing she had ever experienced.

_Those bodies had been chewed…._

To the east, the sky was just beginning to lighten – dawn approaching.

"Going to be another hot day", remarked Judy, idly – trying her best to think of something else. Sighing, she said, "You know, this is always one of my favorite things – watching the sun rise in the city – clear and bright."

"Probably the ex-carrot farmer in you – up before dawn and all that", said Nick, playing along.

"The dawn breaking - it always reminds me of the first day I saw the city – on the train from home. Have I ever told you about that?", said Judy – not falling for his obvious dig. "It was like a curtain of trees rolled back and the city was revealed, shining in the distance", said Judy, pressing her hand against the window of the cruiser. On the streets, more animals slowly began to appear – a grocer opening his store – early risers getting to the office before the subways and trams got packed. As the ambient light rose, the streetlights slowly began to blink out one by one and the city came back to life.

"So, are you packed yet?", Nick asked.

Giving herself a small shake, Judy replied, "Not yet. It's not like I have much to pack."

"Yea, and if I know you, you probably have it all planned out already. This goes here, that goes there..", Nick said, pretending to pack items into an imaginary suitcase.

Judy snorted, "Like you should talk – I've seen your apartment – you're even more organized than I am".

"Want to get some breakfast?", asked Nick.

"Ugh…", replied Judy, sticking out her small pink tongue. "I don't think I'm ever going to eat again. How crazy do you think it will be at the station today?"

"A regular nuthouse", replied Nick with complete seriousness. "The whole city is going to know about this soon if it doesn't already. So I'm sure old Buffalo Butt has everyone working on a full court press. But you probably won't need to worry about it much up there in City Hall with the high and mighty."

She hadn't really thought of it that way, but she realized he was absolutely right. This suddenly bothered Judy greatly – she never liked being excluded from anything. One of the most heinous crimes had just occurred and after today, she would be powerless to help. That felt very, very wrong and disturbed her.

"This is the path I've chosen and there's no way to re-trace those steps now", she thought, bitterly. Suddenly, Judy realized that she was exhausted - weariness like a lead apron settled over her.

Yawning, and running her paws over her ears, smoothing them back, Judy said, "I'm sooo tired, Nick. I think you'd better take me back home". Nick, nodded wordlessly and turned the cruiser towards Savannah Central.

As they drove slowly back towards the Grand Pangolin Arms, Judy began to sort out how she would approach the next few hours. She was a creature of order - her days began with goals already set and a plan on how to achieve them. She had everything all planned out already and quickly went over her mental list. Judy still had several hours to pack – plenty of time for her meager belongings. She had about double the number of possessions as when she first moved from Bunnyburrow. But even at that, Judy estimated that everything she owned would fit neatly into two small suitcases. Then she had to meet her landlady, Dharma, at 7:00 to turn over her key. After that, she would hop the ZTA train over to headquarters for her last morning briefing. Then she had the rest of the day off to move into her new apartment.

After Judy had officially accepted the promotion, she started looking for a new place to live. The rent for one-room apartments near the city center was outrageous – she could never afford that even with her increased pay. Judy was always very thrifty but a new cop's salary doesn't go far in Zootopia. Instead, she went to work searching the classified ads and quickly found a roommate – a middle-aged sheep named Helen who also worked at City Hall. Judy would be back to sharing everything again but her new place was just around the corner from work and there was a laundry in the building.

As they approached Judy's soon-to-be-former apartment building, Nick steered the car back into the same parking spot they had left from. They had been gone only a few short hours, but to Judy, it felt as if a lifetime had passed. Nick walked her up to the building and as she pushed the button for the elevator, they turned to each other. Nick wrapped her in a big hug – his head resting lightly on top of hers.

Sadly, she thought, "This is it. This is the last moment." Despite all her efforts, a small sob escaped and she felt fresh tears form at the corners of her eyes. She wished she could stay here longer – let the warmth of his fur and exotic smell envelop her and take away the sadness of their parting. Then the elevator doors open and she stepped through.

The ride up to her apartment was short and thankfully, she didn't see anyone else. Unlocking her door, she stepped inside and collapsed on her bed. The stress of moving, her new job, Nick and the horror of the crime left her drained. Judy glanced at her clock, "I still have some time", she thought to herself. She quickly threw some of her things into the first suitcase, leaving the second empty. Then she set her alarm to go off with plenty of time to finish packing and still meet Dharma. Without even undressing, Judy crawled into her bed and pulled the comforter up. Sleep took her quickly. The last thoughts on her mind was the image of Nick watching her enter the elevator for the final ride up to her apartment, an unreadable expression on his face.

Nick watched as the doors of the rusty elevator closed between them. Gathering himself, he began walking back towards the patrol car with his usual languid gait. Growing up hustling on the streets, he quickly learned that image was important. Even something as small as your posture and the way you walk could make the difference between profit and loss. Hunger and Food. Life and Death. It took him years of study to craft his image and even longer to practice and refine it. His walk, his slouch, his relaxed smile – they were his sword and shield.

Nick slouched over to the cruiser and slowly sat down in the driver's seat. Finally alone, he allowed his mask to slip. Bowing his head, he closed his eyes and took several deep, calming breaths.

Nick was in full panic mode.

He knew this night was going to be tough to get through. He'd been preparing for it for weeks – maybe even since he learned of Judy's promotion. But this is the last way he expected it to end. Nick knew one of his biggest assets was being able to see things from every angle. He often came out on top, not because he was particularly lucky, but because he could recognize all possible outcomes of any given scenario. People believed he thought quickly on his feet - it was really all about careful thought and anticipation. When you know what's coming, it's easy to keep a cool head. But he had to admit – the past few hours had even freaked the hell out of him.

The double murder lingered in the back of his mind, but Nick knew how to block it out. Besides, it wasn't the first time he'd experienced horror and brutality. What had him topping out the panic meter was that he wasn't sure if he could do this. He and Judy only had a few short hours left as partners and right now, he wasn't sure he could let her go.

With that, Nick winced – his feelings for Judy tearing at him. An important lesson he learned long ago was - know yourself. It's harder than it sounds – most people make up all kinds of things to cover up what they really want and what they really feel. But to truly get to know yourself, you have to strip that all away. Looking deep inside, a lot of people don't like what they see and refuse to acknowledge it. Nick had faced his true self and he knew. Deep down, he was actually a very emotional and scared little fox. And he was in love.

Growing up on the streets, fear and emotion are two of the easiest ways to get yourself killed. So once he figured out who he really was, he immediately began to bury it deep within. "Never let anyone see they can get to you", Nick thought. The words he told Judy on the sky tram just shortly after they had met. Once someone knows your weaknesses, they have leverage over you. Once that happens to someone in his line of work, it's all over. So Nick built walls. Thick, towering, steel-reinforced walls with machine gun turrets – protecting who he was. For many years, that's how he lived.

Then he met Judy.

Nick didn't want to go back to his own apartment – he had too much on his mind. But he knew a place that he could hang out for a while without anyone bothering him. Smiling slightly, he put the car in gear and pulled out, heading north through Savannah Central - taking the tunnels into the Rainforest District. Nick hadn't seen Ralph in a couple years and wondered how he was going to react to seeing Nick as a clean-cut fox in blue. Besides, he badly needed a drink….

Exiting into the Rainforest District, the windows of Nick's cruiser began to fog with the humidity. This section was known as the marshlands and sat just south of the canals, where he was heading. The canals and the marshlands are both part of the much larger Rainforest District - both are also known colloquially as slums. The two areas are strikingly similar to each other – both consist of dozens of interconnected islands making an overhead map of the area look like some giant spider web. Most islands also looked about the same - a collection of run-down homes with maybe a storefront or bar. There were precious few road signs and most of those were broken or unreadable. This area didn't see many visitors – if you were here, you knew exactly how you got here and didn't need directions. To Nick, it was easy to find his way – familiar landmarks and businesses greeting him like old friends. This was where Nick had spent a good portion of his life and he knew it well. He could almost drive through this district with his eyes closed and never miss a turn.

Nick often came off as laid-back – even lazy – but that's how he wanted it - part of his carefully-crafted image. In reality, Nick was highly intelligent – not just street smart – book smart. In another life, Nick could easily have been a lawyer, engineer, scientist – anything really. But that's not the hand he had been dealt. "In Zootopia, anyone can be anything" – the familiar city slogan always rang empty to Nick – it's hard to be anything but nothing when you grow up with nothing. So he used his intelligence for what he knew - hustles and schemes. He quickly found that he excelled - his mind could easily and accurately recall small details and information that others overlooked. That made him a very successful hustler.

"And cop", he thought with a smile.

Driving over these familiar bridges, his mind opened like a filing cabinet - recalling things he knew about each street and store he passed.

_Over there is Tully's Seafood Market – owner Tully O'Connor – an otter. Wife named Yvonne and two little cubs - Tim and Jenny. Tully had a weakness for gambling and Vodka – put the two together and…_

Nick quickly aborted that train of thought. He wasn't a hustler anymore. But it was easy to fall back into his old ways – like an old musician handling a familiar instrument.

Passing out of the marshlands, the land rises - sitting higher out of the water with deeper canals in between. These islands are more exposed to the open water of Zootopia Bay where the tides make it difficult for the rushes and swamps that characterize the marshlands. At the far east end of this area, the homes and businesses give way to docks and warehouses – long fingers extending outwards into the bay. The sheer number and variety of animals who make Zootopia their home require a robust shipping industry. Most of it passed through the canals.

Just ahead, the street curved and descended down towards the waterfront. At the end of a short drive, a large wooden building stood rotting in the humid air. The structure looked so flimsy that it could fall into the harbor at any moment – it seemed to lean on its neighbor like a drunk. The wooden façade hadn't been painted in decades, if ever, and a rusty sign simply reading, "Ralph's" hung haphazardly over the front door. Ralph's was a bar – a dive - popular with sailors coming in on the freighters, it had been a second home to Nick.

Nick pulled his cruiser over and got out. He was careful to lock up – he knew this neighborhood well – and walked towards the building with his usual, carefree stride. Slipping inside, he quietly made his way over to the counter where the bar's owner was re-stocking the liquor. Ralph was an old, grizzled timberwolf who had owned this place for longer than Nick had been alive. An old swindler himself, the story was, Ralph acquired it in a game of cards but the truth is, no one really knew – not even Nick, and he knew Ralph better than anyone alive.

Nick approached silently, "This is a bust! Hands Up!", he said, lowering his voice.

Spinning quickly with an agility that belied his age, Ralph gave a startled glance. Nick flashed a smile – genuinely impressed that he was able to get a reaction from the normally stoic wolf.

"Well, look who got all respectable", Ralph said with a grunt, looking him up and down and gesturing to his uniform.

"Respectable is a pretty big word – not sure I'm familiar with it", replied Nick, smile deepening.

Ralph snorted, "That's a real badge or one hell of a forgery. Not running a con, are you? Remember what I taught you: never scam a cop – let alone a whole department of them. The stakes are too high."

"No, nothing like that", replied Nick looking as innocent as possible. "I'm sort-of in trouble and need a place to lay low for a couple of hours."

"Well, spill it - what kind of mess are you in, son", said Ralph. The two were very obviously not related. Years ago, Ralph had found Nick hiding in the alley behind his bar – a scared cub eating scraps from the garbage. He gave Nick a warm, dry place to sleep and food to eat. Later, he taught Nick all he knew – how to survive on the streets. Ralph was as big of a father figure as Nick had ever had.

Pausing, Nick finally said, "A girl…", as if dragged out of him. Giving him an appraising look, Ralph replied, "Nick – all respectable and if I know you like I do, in love. What's this world coming to, eh?" Nick knew Ralph was evening the score for his little trick earlier. He was also upset at himself for letting his emotions show – Ralph had taught him better than this. "Looks like it's pretty bad too….", Ralph said with a smirk, knowing exactly what Nick was thinking.

Sighing, Nick said, "Looks like it. I need a drink".

"The usual?", asked Ralph, smirk deepening. "Make it a double….", replied Nick with another sigh.

Ralph turned his back to Nick and began pulling a variety of concoctions, powders, and some ice cubes out of cabinets and off of shelves. Measuring everything into a large blender, Ralph hit the switch. Both of them watched the viscous liquid swirl together. Deftly, Ralph grabbed a large glass from under the bar and filled it with the cold beverage. Setting it down before Nick, Ralph grinned, "There you go, one blueberry milkshake – a double", flicking a white straw into it.

"Thanks, Ralph – I think you just saved my life", Nick said.

"Wouldn't be the first time", Ralph replied with another snort. Nick reached for his wallet but Ralph held up a gray paw, "Keep your money, son. If you've got girl trouble, you're going to need it." Normally, Nick the police officer would have politely insisted on paying, but he had a special relationship with Ralph and he truly appreciated the gesture. Besides, when Nick finally started putting his skills to work, $200 a week out of his profits went back to Ralph. He knew Ralph would refuse to take his money, so he had to concoct a little scheme. Ralph thought he was being paid weekly hush money not to rat out someone Nick had made up and Nick got to repay the old wolf for all he had done.

"Mind if I hang out a bit?", asked Nick, "I have some thinking to do."

"I bet you have", said Ralph with a smile. "Take your time – it's not like I'm busy this time of the day", he said, gesturing around the nearly empty bar.

Nick walked to the back of the room taking a big sip of his milkshake on the way. This was a little inside joke between them – something from when Nick was a young fox. Although Ralph honestly did make the best milkshakes, Nick noted. The taste of fresh blueberries hitting his tongue suddenly reminded him how hungry he was. Taking an empty booth at the back of the room - a very shadowy, out-out-of-the-way booth - Nick slid in and put his back to the wall. Finally, in a safe place, he began to relax and think about how he was going to survive the day.

_Why did you become a cop?_

Judy's question had caught him off-guard. It's true that he had applied for the Academy because she asked him to, but the real reasons were quite a bit more complex. From the moment they first met, Nick was physically attracted to Judy. Her long, expressive ears, shapely body, cute cotton tail, and large lavender eyes. But Nick had met pretty girls before – unsubstantial, ephemeral. At first, this one was like the others – just a mark to be exploited and then sent home having learned a little lesson. Just another dumb bunny. The next day, when she turned the tables and hustled him, it was a revelation. Nick thought he knew people – had the world all figured out. He never saw this one coming, and the implications intrigued him. Tax evasion didn't worry him – Nick knew all about false identities and could have just disappeared. But he decided to play along – mostly out of curiosity. It had been years since someone had pulled something like that off on him – not to mention a pretty little bunny from the country.

While he was helping her with her case, Nick started to realize two things. The first was, he actually enjoyed doing police work. He naturally avoided cops – they were what happened when plans failed. But solving crimes took some of the same skills, intelligence and creative thinking that he used in his scams, just without the fear of going hungry or to jail. The second was that he and Judy were similar in a lot of ways. Growing up without a father, Nick idealized family. He and his mother had loved each other but they were just two foxes - he dreamed of being a part of something bigger. When he found out about the Junior Ranger Scouts, that's all he talked about - he wanted to join the pack more than anything. After his mother saved up enough for a uniform, it was like all his dreams had come true. "Just like Judy's badge", he thought. He expected his first meeting at the community center to be the best night of his life.

Sighing, Nick remembered how that had turned out – the cold feel of metal against his face and the sharp pain of rejection. That night on the sky platform in the Rainforest District, watching Chief Bogo ask for Judy's badge – the rejection of _her_ dreams – was like watching himself as a cub way back then. That moment, something inside him changed. No one had been there to fight for him – not his father, not the other fathers, not any of the kids.

_This. This is something that I have to fight for._

All she ever wanted to do was make the world a better place – to be a police officer. But the world cruelly tried to snap a muzzle on her – to kill her dreams – just because she was different. Nick hadn't believed in anything or anyone but himself for many years. He suddenly decided that this slender little bunny was something worth believing in.

So he spoke up. And the result was two wonderful years – the best two years of his life. In many ways, Nick reflected, he had lived three lives. His childhood with his mother, his life on the street and his life as a police officer. With sadness, he thought, "If there were any of the three lives I could choose to live forever, I would choose this one - with Judy."

Getting to know her had its ups and downs – they were similar in many ways but also very different in others – like two sides of the same coin. Judy always talked about how the city is built on contradiction – they were the proof. Nick and Judy – bunny and fox – best friends and partners. It wasn't always easy, but it worked - _they_ worked.

Nick knew next to nothing about friendships and even less about relationships. He tried dating for a while when he first picked up some extra cash. But nothing ever got beyond the surface. Girls always found him attractive and witty but cool and distant. To Nick, they always seemed so fake. Not Judy. She wore her emotions where everyone could see – she was genuine. When it seemed they both had feelings for each other, Nick welcomed it. He always believed that love was universal so he never got into the whole interspecies debate – he knew what he was attracted to and that's all that mattered. It seemed like Judy felt the same way and they started to cross those lines.

Then something changed in her.

That day, she arrived late to pick him up for patrol – the first time he had ever seen her late. He knew that something was wrong from the beginning – a tightness around her eyes – her posture. Conversation between them suddenly seemed forced and distracted. The next day she was better, but then, later that week, it was the same thing. It happened twice more before Nick finally asked what was bothering her.

She told him about her nightmares. With a sinking feeling, Nick knew what they meant - especially when she hinted that he had been part of some of them. Judy often talked about her family and how happy she was growing up. Even though she didn't say so, Nick knew that she wanted a family of her own. But what kind of family could Nick give her?

He knew he was damaged goods. A former criminal - emotionally distant from a life spent hiding behind his carefully-constructed walls. Nick was exactly the kind of guy you don't want to raise kittens with. "Me as a father? No wonder she's having nightmares", he thought, sadly. Judy deserved better - an equal, not a project. Someone she could be proud to be seen with, not someone with his past.

Nick knew that's what had been tearing her apart - part of her knew Nick would never be able to give her what she wanted and she just couldn't bring herself to tell him. So he began to back off - drop hints - pretend that he didn't love her that way. That night in his apartment, when she finally told him about the promotion - her plans to finally get away - Nick heard her unspoken plea:

_Please let me go, Nick._

Deep down, he wanted a family more than anything and he wanted Judy by his side. He loved her more than he'd loved anyone else. He wanted to take her in his arms right then and beg her not to accept. But he didn't. He let her go.

Now, he just wasn't sure he could go through with it.

Finishing his drink with a slurp, Nick checked the clock on his phone and grimaced. "Just about time to leave if I'm going to make it back for morning announcements", he thought. He walked back to the counter where Ralph was cleaning up and put his empty glass down. That's when he noticed a large trunk behind the bar – one he recognized.

"Thanks for the drink, Ralph", said Nick.

"Anytime, son. Did you get things all sorted out?", Ralph replied.

"Not at all", said Nick grimly.

"Hey, don't let it get to you. Love isn't something you're supposed to understand, y'see? Even for someone as quick as you are." Glancing towards the trunk, Ralph said, "Y'know, you left some things here when you moved out. It's time you had them back. I think you may need them", he said, knowingly.

Nick nodded, wordlessly and grabbed one handle while Ralph took the other. The two old friends carried the large wooden trunk out of the bar and loaded it into the back of Nick's patrol car.

"Thanks for everything Ralph – it was good to see you", Nick said, turning.

"I'll see you Nick – y'take care. Tell that pretty girl I said hi", replied Ralph with a smile, then turned and made his way back inside his bar.


	3. Continuum

Judy chased the murderer through the streets, dodging between parked cars and down empty alleys. All about, a steady snow was falling - thick heavy flakes drifting down and making a soft hissing sound as they covered the ground. Judy ran with deep, measured breaths, pacing herself like a marathon runner – breath streaming behind her in large puffs of white. He was fast, but she was faster and stronger – lean body packed with muscle – long legs propelling her – waiting for her quarry to tire. She knew where this alley led and spotted an opportunity. Up ahead the puma would have to make a quick direction change. The two burst out of the alley into a cross-street, empty except for a couple parked cars – lightly dusted with a fresh layer of snow like great white beetles. The puma made a lunge to the left – feet sliding in the wet snow. Judy read it right and with a powerful leap she was on him – momentum carrying them forward into the side of a car.

_I have him!_

Judy pinned the puma down with her body as he clawed and bit, desperate to escape. What he had in strength and size, Judy matched with speed, agility, and endurance. Beginning to tire, the black cat made a feint then suddenly bolted in the other direction. Judy had been watching for this and deftly dodged the puma's claws. Then, when he turned to flee, Judy jumped full on his back, large powerful feet slamming his body into the ground. While her opponent was stunned by the blow, Judy quickly grabbed one of his arms and snapped the pawcuff on. With a savage twist, she forced it backward, applying pressure with her body and clicked the other cuff onto his other arm. Leaping off, Judy paused to catch her breath and regard her prisoner.

The puma's eyes were full of madness, lips flecked white with saliva. Slowly, they pulled back in a grimace – part sneer, part smile – and he began to cackle in a soft, high-pitched voice. Judy prepared to radio in for backup when the puma spoke.

"Where's your partner?", he sneered inclining his head towards the car.

For the first time, Judy looked around – the car they had ended up against was familiar – a police cruiser. Suddenly alert, she approached the car – through the thin layer of fallen snow, she could see a figure inside. She quickly reached for the handle as the puma burst into peals of wild laughter behind her. Yanking the door open she leaned in.

_No!_

Nick was sitting in the driver's seat, hands bound before him – as if pleading. Judy noticed with agony that he was wearing the same silly shirt he wore when they first met but it wasn't yellow. A curtain of red had cascaded down from the jagged gash across his throat. Whimpering, Judy sought out his eyes – those luminous, green eyes she loved, so often full of mischief and wit now stared lifelessly downwards.

_He was gone..._

Judy's world split – anguish unimaginable wracked her body – a massive fist squeezing her chest, blurring her vision. Time slowed as a hundred happy images of them flashed through her head: Nick smiling down at her as she pinned his badge to his chest. Nick flashing her a grin at her first rock concert as she tried to get him to dance. Nick giving her a warm hug when she was having a bad day.

_Everything gone..._

With a shaking paw, she reached in – her friend – her life - her love. As she touched his cold paws, his head tilted, lifeless eyes fixing on her – accusing. His mouth opened in a gush of blood, "Judy…", he whispered.

She didn't scream. She wailed – a savage, heart-wrenching sound of pain and loss.

With a jerk, Judy came fully awake, still wailing. Instant relief flooded over her. "_Not real. Not real. Not real_", she repeated to herself, shuddering. She pressed her eyes tightly shut and clutched her pillow to her chest as she sobbed, unable to erase the image of Nick sitting dead before her.

_I'm losing my mind._

It took her quite some time to finally calm down enough to release her pillow and stop crying. Glancing at her clock, it read 6:40. With a bolt of panic, Judy realized she had to meet Dharma in 20 minutes and she still had to finish packing. In a flurry, Judy quickly wiped her eyes dry, grabbed her brushes and rushed to the bathroom to put her fur in order. Luckily, the bathroom wasn't occupied and she did her best to quickly make herself presentable. Rushing back to her room, she threw the rest of her things haphazardly into the second, empty suitcase, placed her folded blanket on top and closed it with a click. With a final check around her room – no time for sentiment now – she shoved her pillow under one arm, picked up both suitcases and stepped out into the hallway. She turned to lock up and noticed Dharma was just approaching down the hall. "Great timing", Judy thought as she handed the armadillo her key.

"Security deposit returned no sooner than two weeks if no damage", the armadillo said in a heavily-accented voice then turned and walked back down the hall, re-entering the elevator and leaving Judy alone. Leaning against the wall, she was finally able to catch her breath.

Pushing the call button, she waited several minutes for the ancient elevator to make it back to her floor. Stepping inside she rode it down to the lobby for the last time. Judy had wondered how she would feel at this moment. But after that nightmare it was hard for her to muster any emotions - she felt drained. Without another thought, she started out for the train station and didn't look back.

The ZTA station was packed with commuters heading to work, so Judy had to wait in line for the second train to arrive. The maglev train pulled into the station with a rush of air and an automated voice uttered, "Please stand back. Doors opening." After a pause, the double doors opened and animals began to file inside. Judy had to push her way in and was jostled so badly she almost lost a suitcase. It was standing room only but luckily, a kind rhino in a business suit graciously gave up his seat. Judy gratefully accepted and exclaimed, "Thank you so much!" She put both suitcases on her lap and laid the pillow on top - almost high enough to cover her head completely with only her eyes and ears peeking over the top. Finally, train completely full, another automated voice spoke, "Doors are closing. Please stand clear", as the doors of the car hissed together and began moving.

Judy had several minutes to think before she got to her stop. Sighing, she began to wonder how it would be if she just took the train past her stop to central station and then hopped the express right back to Bunnyburrow. She was so tired of feeling this way - powerless - afraid to go to sleep. She took this new job to stop the nightmares - she was sacrificing so much - when were they going to end? Bitter tears of frustration stung her eyes.

As Judy approached her stop, she wiped her eyes and gathered her belongings. The train pulled up with a lurch - Judy jumped up and began pushing through the crowd, apologizing profusely. Exiting just a block from ZPD Headquarters, she quickly checked her phone for messages. She had a sudden urge to text Nick - ask him to meet her at Snarlbucks for a drink - anything to make sure he was really OK. Her finger hovered over his name for several long seconds. Then she clicked her phone off and put it back into her pocket. She decided to head to the station early instead, hoping to find him there. Thinking about Snarlbucks reminded her that she hadn't eaten since the night before and her stomach let out a loud growl.

ZPD Headquarters occupied a large modern building in the city center. As she got closer, her steps quickened until she was almost jogging. Taking the front steps two at a time she pushed through the large front doors and almost ran straight into Nick's back. She gasped at how suddenly he appeared and jumped to the side, pillow falling to the tile floor. For a moment, he was all that existed and the overwhelming sensation of relief she felt just seeing him alive flooded through her.

"Hey fluff", Nick said with his usual smile. "Where are you rushing off to?". Nick stooped to pick up her fallen pillow and handed it back to her.

Trying to slow her pulse, Judy took a deep breath. "I wanted to make sure you were alright", she was thinking, but instead said, "I was just thinking about going to see if Ben has a carrot donut in his box. I'm starving", rubbing her belly with a paw. At that moment, her stomach gave a little growl, sealing the lie.

"I bet we can find you something nice. The station is crazy right now – I think they brought in some extra food for all the overtime everyone's pulling", Nick said, rubbing his neck idly. Looking down at her suitcases, Nick suddenly had an idea, "Hey, want to chuck your things in the back of the car until the meeting's over? I mean, it's your car too for another, hmm, hour or so".

"Oh that'd be great", Judy said, "it'd be nice to put these down for a bit."

Following Nick down the elevator into the garage, Judy started to shake off the horror of the morning nightmare. "Gods, it was so real", she thought. Even rationalizing it as just a dream didn't help dislodge those images from the back of her mind. But she only had a few short hours left as Nick's partner and she didn't want that to ruin the remaining time. As she followed him through the parking garage, she deliberately tried to think of something else. Watching him walk in front of her, Judy couldn't help but appreciate his slender body and how nice he looked in uniform. His ears - dark brown at the tips moving through the color palate to a red-ochre at the base – were quite expressive and often twitched or changed position based on what he was feeling. His thick tail - a mottled brown-red - bristled when he felt fear or lashed when he felt angry. It always amazed Judy that Nick could outwardly look so calm and relaxed even when blazing angry inside. After knowing him for a while, she finally made the observation, "watch the ears and tail, not the face", when it came to reading Nick. Then, of course, was his cute butt... Nick turned back towards her and smiled and her eyes quickly snapped up and she suppressed a blush. "There's no way he could have suspected...", she thought.

As they arrived at their cruiser, Nick opened the car trunk. Inside was a large wooden trunk - old and worn - she had never seen before. "No room. I guess the front seat works", said Nick, quickly closing the lid of the car trunk. "If you want, I can drive you to your new place after the meeting. See where you're going to be living and all. Maybe meet this Helen who you're going to room with."

"That'd be great, Nick – thanks a lot", Judy replied with real gratitude. After her morning ride to the station, she wasn't looking forward to getting back on the train with her suitcases. "What's in the big trunk?"

Nick paused for a brief second, piquing her curiosity even further. "Just some things I got from an old friend - junk mostly", he said evasively.

Following him back to the elevator, Judy teased, "Junk in the trunk, hmmm?" Nick just smiled back at her and shook his butt a little as he walked making his tail swish back and forth. Judy grinned back, feeling better than she did several minutes ago. Her pulse also quickened just a notch.

Taking the elevator back up to the station, they walked out onto the main floor into a scene of pandemonium. Other officers walked back and forth through the lobby with purpose, admins and techs hurried by with files or papers and members of the press corps stood about jotting on pads or speaking in small groups. Approaching the front desk, Judy spotted Clawhouser and broke into a broad smile.

"Hi, Ben – how are you doing?", Judy said – Nick gave a quick wave.

"O..M…Goodness it's crazy around here today", the rotund cheetah replied, turning to face her.

"Any donuts around I could nibble on?", Judy asked with a grin. Ben just shot her a look as if to say, "Don't you know who I am?", and he brought a large box around the counter and opened it for her.

Picking out a carrot donut with maple glaze, Judy took a big bite. "Mmmph..phankss", she mumbled around a particularly big bite.

Nick and Ben watched with amazement as the donut literally evaporated. "I've never seen a bunny eat like a wolf", Nick whispered to Clawhauser out of the corner of his mouth. Clawhouser sat back at his desk and chuckled. Licking her fingers clean, Judy was just thinking about taking another look in the box when Officer Francine approached, eyes red - tired.

"Good morning everyone", the elephant said politely inclining her head. "Judy, the Chief needs to see you in his office ASAP".

Judy gulped, swallowed the last bits of her pastry, and wondered what she did wrong. It was usually not a good thing to be called into the Chief's office alone but she couldn't think of a thing. She dusted her hands together and tried to straighten her rumpled uniform a bit.

"Don't worry, carrots, I'm sure you just missed crossing a "t" on a report or something", Nick said, partially joking. The Chief was notoriously picky about paperwork.

Making her way down the long hallway at the back of the station past the bullpen to the office at the end, Judy stopped outside the big door and once again checked her uniform and polished her badge with her sleeve. She immediately regretted not changing into a clean uniform before coming in - she was sure it looked slept-in. "Nothing to do about that right now", she thought. Judy pushed the door open and entered. Chief Bogo was sitting behind his large desk, an even larger than normal stack of papers sitting in front of him. Behind him and to the right was Mayor Lionheart, hands clasped in front of him, an officious smile on his face. "Ahh, just something to do with the promotion", Judy thought.

"Officer Hopps, come in. Take a seat", Chief Bogo said.

"Yes sir", Judy said as she crossed the room to the oversized chair and pulled herself up into it. She took a seat, feet hanging off the edge and paws folded on her lap.

"Are you doing alright after last night?", the Chief asked with a touch of concern. For a moment, she thought about the nightmare and wanted to yell, "_NO!_", but she knew he wasn't talking about that. She answered with a simple, "Yes sir – I'm doing great."

Bogo continued, "This is a particularly nasty case we have here, Hopps. What I'm about to tell you isn't public knowledge – not many people outside of this room know. Reports are in on the two victims and all signs point to multiple killers - real psychopaths." Placing his hooves on the desk, he stood up to look at her. "We'll be giving a press conference later today so the public will know soon enough. What we're trying to keep from getting out is that we suspect that these killers are also taking trophies from their victims. You know what that means."

The color drained from Judy's face and she replied, "Sir, if they're taking trophies, it means these victims were killed for a reason – it wasn't just a random mugging".

With a nod, the Chief opened a red case file on top of his desk and continued. "There's a facet of this case that makes it particularly urgent. The female gazelle you found last night was named Lora Grassmere. She was the daughter of City Councilman Horace Grassmere. We don't know if she was targeted specifically because of her family but we need to move swiftly. I'm sure you know Mayor Lionheart", said Chief Bogo, gesturing to the lion behind him.

"Yes sir. How do you do, sir?", Judy said addressing the Mayor.

Stepping forward, the Mayor said, "Officer Hopps, this is one of the most serious crimes we've seen here in Zootopia in a long time", clasping his hands behind his back, a look of grave concern on his face. "You're one of the best and brightest officers on this force – that's why I chose you as my liaison."

"Thank you, sir, I won't let you down", Judy replied.

"I know you won't, Judy", the Mayor continued, "that's why I need you here working on this case. If our city leaders or their families are being targeted, we need to solve this quickly. I have authorized Chief Bogo to postpone your transfer until things are concluded. We need all resources working on this. The city is depending on you."

"Yes sir. Thank you, sir", she replied, hiding her shock well.

"That's all, Hopps. Dismissed. I'll see you at the meeting", Chief Bogo said – turning back to say something to the Mayor, Judy already forgotten.

Judy climbed down off of the chair and quietly exited the office. Walking back down the hallway to the bullpen, she felt her shock fade. A mix of emotions replaced it and she could easily pick out two of the most prominent. She expected to be disappointed that her promotion was delayed but she wasn't. What she felt were excitement and joy. Excitement that she was getting to work on one of the biggest cases of her career and had the full confidence of the Chief and Mayor. Joy because she would get to have Nick as her partner for just a while longer. Today was not a goodbye after all and that lifted a huge weight off of her shoulders.

For the first time in a while, Judy walked in with enthusiasm and took a seat next to Nick, trying hard not to let anything of what happened show. He regarded her with a quizzical look - he was very good at reading people - and started to lean over and ask her something. He was interrupted as Officer Higgins called out, "Ah-ten hut!", and Chief Bogo strode into the room, a pile of red case files in hand, followed by Mayor Lionheart.

"Good morning – we have a new threat to our city. You all know about last night – McHorn – here are the case files – pass them around. At 9AM we are holding a press conference to brief the public – until then, all of this is strictly confidential. The two victims were Victoria Sable and Lora Grassmere. Details are in your files. The necropsy and lab reports are back – both victims died by asphyxiation - ligature marks on necks suggest strangulation. Both bodies were mutilated - both pre- and post-mortem - profile suggests multiple killers."

The Chief paused a few seconds to let that all sink in before continuing, "At least two different sizes of bite and claw marks were identified - we have experts analyzing them now to determine species. One of last night's victims was the daughter of a city councilman so we're trying to identify whether or not there is a threat to our city leaders. I need you all out there with eyes open and ears to the ground. This last part is to be strictly confidential. Based on the nature of the crimes we feel the killers may be taking trophies from their victims so this was not just a random killing. That doesn't leave this room, understood?"

Closing the case file, Chief Bogo leaned on the podium. "McHorn, and Francine – I want you both to scour the warehouse district – be on the lookout for anything remotely suspicious and call it in. Fangmeyer, and Delgato – I want you to go to Ms. Sable's former residence and check it out. Hopps and Wilde – you're going to go check out the Grassmere residence. Officer Hopps will be on loan from the Mayor's office until the conclusion of this case. Wolford – you have lead – I want you here putting it all together. Mayor Lionheart would also like to say a few words.", he finished, gesturing to the Mayor.

Mayor Lionheart stepped up to the podium and began, "Officers, a crime has been committed - the likes of which we haven't seen in Zootopia in a long while. Once the public knows about it, they will be shocked. And until we stop these killers, they will be afraid. I need your best efforts on this. We need to find and arrest these killers quickly and bring them to justice. I know you won't let us down."

Stepping forward again, Chief Bogo finished, "Any questions? Fine. Dismissed."

Judy turned to Nick, a broad smile playing across her face, "Looks like you'll have to put up with me for a few more days, partner", she said, suddenly thrilled at how good that sounded.

Nick had been staring at her since they had gotten their assignments, mouth slightly open, an odd look on his face. Recovering quickly, he flashed her a sly smile to match, "Couldn't get enough of me, could you, carrots?", he replied.

Nick and Judy walked down to what most of the officers called the "war room" but was really just a large open area lined with desks. Police work involved lots of paperwork - going over case files, making calls, writing reports. Her mother and father back in Bunnyburrow envisioned this job as non-stop action - chasing robbers and busting criminals. In truth, that was just a small portion - but a very dangerous one. The rest of it was actually fairly boring work. Boring but vitally important to the success of the case.

She and Nick had taken side-by-side desks in the war room, as partners often do. With her new promotion, she would have to report back to the station every week so they let her keep her desk until Nick's new partner needed it. Now, they sat down at their respective spots and began to pour over the case file. Opening it up, pictures of the victims stared back - happiness frozen in time. The top photo was Ms. Sable, the kangaroo - she was looking over her shoulder and smiling with a day pack slung over her shoulder and towering pine trees all around. Just below, there was a photo of the entire Grassmere family - mother and father in the background and a pretty, young gazelle sitting in front, smiling.

"Seventeen. She was only seventeen, Nick – just a child", Judy said, sadly, touching the photo with her paw.

"Way too young...", replied Nick, somberly, nodding. Turning towards her he said, "Listen whiskers, we have to be really careful today. I've heard of the Grassmere family – old family – used to own half of Savannah central"

"This isn't my first time working a case, sweetie", Judy said sarcastically.

"All I'm saying is we have to watch what we say – the family is old money - as old as it gets. Not to mention all the political and social connections that go with that kind of wealth. A couple cops mean nothing to them. They could have our badges in a heartbeat if we do or say anything wrong", Nick continued.

Pulling a yellow sticky note off of the case file jacket, Nick said, "Looks like we have an appointment for 12:00 this afternoon at the Grassmere's up in Hightown. What time do you have to meet your new roommate and move in?"

"Helen said I should come by anytime this morning", Judy replied.

"Since that doesn't leave much time, I'd better take you to your new place first so we can drop your suitcases.", Nick said.

Glancing at the clock, Judy closed the case file and stood up - there would be enough time to read the various forensics reports later on. Right now she badly wanted to change into a fresh uniform. "Sounds good. I'm about finished here - not much more in the file other than what we've already seen.", Judy said.

The two partners exited the police station down the elevator to the garage and retrieved their police cruiser. "Good old echo fifteen", thought Judy. Cops depended on their cars for a lot of things other than transportation. They often doubled as a mobile desk, dining room, psychiatrist's couch and more. Judy and Nick had spent a lot of time in this car and to her, it was an old friend.

Nick headed for the driver seat but Judy spoke up before he could go very far, "Noooo, no, no - remember you drove last night."

"You asked me to, remember? So I took your turn and today it's my turn", Nick replied, devious smile crossing his face.

"Uh, I don't think so buddy – hand them over", said Judy with a smile, and held out her paw. Sighing, Nick handed her the keys and walked around to the passenger side. Judy slid behind the wheel and adjusted her seat and mirrors. Pulling out of the station, Judy took them towards the financial district. It was just after 10:00 and the streets had already thinned out - many of the animals in this area would be at work in one of the nearby skyscrapers.

Of all the districts in Zootopia, Savannah Central was the one most animals would readily identify as "city". It had started out as a true savannah years ago - flat, rolling plains. But as the area grew and the land was developed, it slowly calcified - the vast plains replaced by a continuous stretch of concrete and brick buildings interspersed by small parks. In modern times, the city center went through a secondary development - the smaller brick buildings of the industrial era replaced by towering skyscrapers of glass and steel. Savannah Central was one of Zootopia's largest districts by size and easily the largest by number of residents. It was also home to most of the city's infrastructure including ZPD Headquarters, the towering buildings of the financial district and City Hall - the center of government for the region.

That's where Judy was heading now - taking back routes that she and Nick knew from hours of patrolling these streets. Most of the buildings in the city center were designed with commercial space on the ground floor - storefronts with clothiers, restaurants, coffee shops - anything, really. Above that, many contain a hotel, condos or several floors of apartments. From that point all the way to the top are offices. When Judy went looking for a new place to live, she had three main goals. The first thing she wanted was to be close to where she would be working - walking distance, if possible. The second was to have an in-building laundry and the third, to be close to a grocery store. This was one of the few places that fit into her budget and hit all three of her requirements.

Judy drove around for a while before finally locating a parking spot. Pulling in, she turned off the ignition and said, "That's mine right there", pointing to the large building across the street.

Cocking his head, Nick gave it an appraising look, "Yes, much better than the Grand Pangolin Armpit", he said with a smile. "And you managed to find one close to a Thai restaurant."

That was just another positive feature of this particular building - the delicious smell of curry wafted out of a small Thai restaurant that they were now parked in front of. Judy's stomach growled mercilessly, reminding her that one donut was no longer holding her hunger at bay.

"Well, not all bunnies can afford to live in the lap of luxury like you do", Judy replied sarcastically.

Snorting, Nick replied with false indignation, "My place is hardly the lap of luxury".

"Yea, yea. Pick me up in two hours and we'll head to Hightown, OK?", Judy said.

"Hold on, hold on", Nick said, "I'll help you bring one of your suitcases up. I have to meet this Helen and check out your new place."

"Oh, OK. You don't have to you know", she replied, smoothing an ear back.

"Oh, I know I don't have to. I want to", Nick said.

Getting out, Nick fed the meter a few coins, adding enough time for him to help her upstairs. Judy took one suitcase and her pillow and handed Nick the other. To get upstairs, they entered a non-descript door between a stationary store and a barber's shop. After passing through a small mail room, they entered a tall elevator set with marble tiles and hit the button for the sixth floor. The sound of gentle music played as the elevator ascended.

Smoothly coming to a stop, the elevator doors opened and Nick and Judy stepped out into the hallway. Sconce lighting illuminated clean carpets and art deco decor - a stark contrast to her last building. Judy's new apartment was at the end and, as they walked to it, Judy noted that she couldn't hear much from the other rooms. "Either everyone's at work or the walls are thicker than a sheet of paper", Judy thought, ruefully.

Walking up to the door of her new apartment, there was a note taped to it marked "Judy" in a flowery script. Taking it down and glancing it over, Judy's heart sunk.

"_Judy, sorry to do this but my best friend Bonnie from accounting just broke up with her boyfriend. They had been renting a room together so she needs a place to stay and I told her she could stay here. I'm so sorry and hope you can understand._" It was signed simply, "_Helen_".

Closing her eyes, Judy said, "Oh sweet cheese and crackers!". Seeing the look on Judy's face, Nick snatched the letter away from her and read it. "That's sheep for you - always the herd mentality", Nick said with a snort, crumpling the note.

"Nick, what am I going to do? Now I don't even have a place to stay", Judy gasped.

"Well, no use waiting around here, let's head back to the car before the meter runs out.", Nick said.

With apprehension, Nick already knew what had to be done and, as he walked back to the elevator, his mind quickly ran through the implications. He had been slowly letting Judy go for months and it had been tearing him up inside. Just because he faced the world with carefully crafted walls didn't mean he wasn't still the scared, emotional fox - it was just well hidden. Doing what he did - pushing the love of his life away - had taken a herculean effort. Today, it was almost complete. But now she desperately needed help – she needed a place to stay. He could smell her desperation - sharp and bright, like the taste of acid on his tongue. No matter how difficult it was, how could he turn his back on her when she needed him the most? As the elevator arrived at the ground floor and the doors opened, Nick made his choice.

Judy opened the back door of the patrol car and threw her suitcase and pillow in. Slamming the door, she sat down behind the wheel and pressed her palms against her face. This morning had been a rollercoaster of emotions but being homeless was almost too much for her to take right now. For the second time in as many hours, tears of frustration came to her eyes and she weighed what little options she had. It felt like all of her plans were falling completely apart and that shook her deeply.

Quietly, Nick sat down beside her in the passenger seat. After a few seconds of silence, he put his arm around her shoulders. Finally, he spoke, "I have this all worked out, carrots."

Judy often took the lead when they were working - they had a system all worked out. Most animals responded better to her. That allowed Nick to hang back and observe while his analytical mind recorded details. But now, he spoke with conviction and the strength of his voice caused Judy to lift her head and turn to face him.

"You need a place to stay - a hotel is way too expensive and you'll have absolutely no time to hunt for an apartment while we're working this case. I have a nice comfy couch - you can stay at my place for as long as it takes you to find a new one."

Judy's eyes went wide at the realization of what he was suggesting. "B..but Nick...", she started - Nick cut her off with a sharp shake of his head.

"No arguments. There's absolutely no reason you shouldn't say yes - you have no other options. So that's it. Now I want you to say it - _Nick, I'm going to stay with you_." His gaze held hers.

Slowly it dawned on Judy that he was right - she had no other options. She was also incredulous that this was going to happen and he was the one suggesting it. When she first fell for Nick, she imagined how great moving in with him could be. Now that it was actually a possibility - even just for a little while - even just as friends - she was floored. Nick was emotionally guarded - for him to offer this was like handing her the keys to the inner sanctum. It was almost an unfathomable gesture - one that brooked no refusal.

Slowly and softly Judy repeated, "Nick, I'm going to stay with you." The burst of joy she felt that morning when she realized she and Nick would be partners a bit longer was nothing compared to what coursed through her now as she repeated his words.

"Come on whiskers, where's your enthusiasm? Now say - _Nick, I'm going to stay for as long as I need to_.", he said.

A slow smile spread across her face as she played along, "Nick, I'm going to stay for as long as I need to", voice strengthening.

"That's better - now for the last one - _Nick, I'm going to make you blueberry pancakes whenever you want_.", Nick said with a sly smile.

Judy laughed - her frustration of just a few moments ago erased. "Nick, of course I'll make you blueberry pancakes whenever you want", Judy said beaming a smile. "Thank you so much!", she cried and reached over the center console to give him a quick hug.

"Gods, she's beautiful", thought Nick hugging back. As they pulled back, Nick said, "Now, since that's all decided, we still have a couple hours before we have to be in Hightown. I thought I saw a Thai place around here. How about we grab some lunch, roomie?"

Judy's stomach gave a loud rumble and she replied, "You read my mind."

Judy fed the meter some more and the partners grabbed a table at the small Thai restaurant just as it was opening up. Growing up in the country, Judy had been used to simple fare. Moving to Zootopia was a revelation, both in culture and cuisine. Like her favorite singer always said, Judy wasn't afraid to try everything. Nick grew up in the city and had much more varied tastes. She also suspected he picked up a lot of knowledge while running his scams. When he introduced her to Thai food, she fell in love with it. All the subtle flavors - lemongrass, basil, coconut milk with a gentle heat. Nick and Judy often had quite different tastes, but a love of this cuisine was something they eagerly shared. Judy ordered her favorite - Basil Broccoli and Nick tried something new she'd never heard of - Cakcan Kha Gai - a savory soup made with some type of large insect in a coconut milk broth. Nick stirred the slightly spicy soup and took a sip, "Mmmmmm", he said softly, "Carrots, you really need to try this - it's flavored with galangal root - such a unique flavor".

Sticking out her pink tongue, Judy replied, "Bleh, you know I'm not big on insects. Besides, you really need to taste the sauce on this broccoli". Judy held out a steaming piece of broccoli on the end of her fork, with a smile.

"Yea, not happening, whiskers - I'll stick to my bugs", Nick said, taking another sip.

The rest of the meal was spent with friendly banter back and forth as Nick and Judy fell into their usual routine. With Judy's promotion delayed and housing crisis at least temporarily averted, she was able to enjoy Nick's company without an unspoken goodbye hanging between them. Finishing lunch, the two friends headed back to their car and prepared to meet the Grassmeres.

Just north of the financial district, near the mountains that divided Savannah Central from Tundratown, the land rose into a short hill. Brick pillars with oil-rubbed bronze plaques marked the boundary of the area known as "Hightown". Nick and Judy slowly drove through the winding streets towards their destination. Long driveways branched off of the main boulevard, crossing green, carefully-manicured yards and passing through imposing gates. In the distance, the homes of the rich and powerful of Zootopia could be seen poking above the trees.

"You know, many say the reason why all the rich families built homes on this hill was the great view of the surrounding city. But I think it was because this was an opportunity for them to constantly look down on the rest of us", Nick said with a mischievous smile.

"Nick, that's terrible", Judy said, shooting him a little scowl.

"Maybe, but might not be too far off the mark, whiskers", Nick said.

"Did you work this area before you became a cop?", Judy asked, suddenly curious.

"Nah, this would be a whole different type of game - besides, the people who live here are quick to see through you if you don't own a mansion and drive a sports car".

Just then, the GPS beeped to indicate that they had arrived at their address. Judy turned the police car up the driveway and through a massive wrought-iron gate. A tall fence stretched out in either direction, interspersed by large brick pillars. Driving through the front yard was like driving through an arboretum - carefully sculpted topiaries and hedges made interesting shapes and a large fountain and reflecting pool sparkled in the sunlight. They passed several porcupines in white work uniforms tending to the greenery. Judy couldn't imagine how many animals it took just to maintain a yard like that. She pulled the car up to the home - a massive structure of brick, stone, and wood. Driving around to the other side of the circle driveway, she parked the patrol car on a side apron and she and Nick got out and walked towards the entrance.

The Grassmeres owned one of the largest mansions in Highton - passed down over several generations. Theirs was an old family - going back to before Zootopia was Zootopia. The family's formerly-vast real estate holdings were now dwindling but the Grassmeres were still extremely well-connected in Zootopian politics and finance. Nick and Judy walked up the broad marble steps towards the front door. As they approached, it swung open and they were welcomed in by a middle-aged cheetah in a gray suit.

"Officers. My name is Thomas - I'm the family's personal assistant. They are expecting you in the study. This way please", the cheetah said, polite but efficient.

Nick and Judy followed the cheetah through the voluminous home. As they walked, they passed side hallways and parlors filled with furniture - everything inside was expensive but old. Designer furniture filled the rooms - patterns popular 50 years ago. Dark paintings hung on sponge-painted plaster walls that were cracked and stained. All through the home was the general smell of mildew and the air hung stale around them. It was quite a contrast to the home's meticulous exterior.

The cheetah led them into a large study - shelves of books reaching to the ceiling - first editions and dusty volumes that had sat untouched for decades. A large leather divan was pulled up in front of a stone fireplace that was now cold and silent. Horace and Lily Grassmere were seated, holding each other's hooves. As Nick and Judy entered, Horace stood and a flicker of annoyance played across his face.

"Officers.", he said, inclining his head. "I told Lionheart to make this a top priority and what did he send me?", the gazelle said, flashing sudden anger. "A fox and a rabbit. Two misfits. I swear I'm going to have someone's fucking head for this".

Judy's mouth instinctively opened with an angry retort but before she could say anything, Nick cut in.

"Mr. Grassmere, I'm Officer Wilde and this is Officer Hopps. We're very sorry for your loss. I can personally guarantee this is our top priority. We were specially appointed to this case by the Chief at the request of the Mayor. Officer Hopps was top of her class at the academy and is Mayor Lionheart's new liaison. She's one of the best officers in this department and we will both work tirelessly to bring these people who killed your daughter to justice."

As Nick was talking, Judy slowly closed her mouth and watched. She was constantly impressed by Nick but this was perhaps one of the best performances she'd ever seen. The way he moved, talked and gestured - she could tell by the way his tail lashed that he was upset, but his voice registered nothing except genuine concern and sincerity.

At the mention of his daughter, Mr. Grassmere seemed to deflate - anger turning to sadness. Suddenly he looked much less like the imposing city councilman and more like an old man. Judy felt sorry for him.

She walked slowly over and stood before them, "Mr. and Mrs. Grassmere, I'm so sorry about your daughter - about Lora. We are both going to work hard to find out what happened. Right now, we need your help - Lora needs your help. I'm going to ask you a few questions. Is there anything you can tell us about your daughter that can help us with this case?"

For the first time, Lilly spoke and began to relate details of her daughter's life as her husband stood sadly by with his hand on her shoulder. As Judy and Lilly talked, Nick stood in the background and wrote notes on a small pad. Horace and Lilly were loving parents but they weren't able to offer much useful information. They knew things about their daughter like her favorite color, which movies she liked and what her favorite foods were. But they didn't know who her friends were, what music she listened to or groups she was part of. Judy was somewhat surprised - growing up, her mother and father knew everything about her - and not just her - her 275 brothers and sisters as well. "These gazelles had only one daughter and they hardly knew her", she thought, sadly.

After Judy felt like they had gone over everything, she said, "Thank you so much for sharing. This information is going to help us a great deal."

Lilly said, "I'm sorry my husband yelled earlier - please do your best to catch these animals that killed our Lora", fresh tears in her eyes.

Judy replied, "Mrs. Grassmere, neither of you has to apologize for anything. You've lost someone you love. I promise I'm going to work hard to make sure they can't do this to anyone else. There's one final thing you can do that will help our investigation. May we take a look at Lora's room?"

Nodding, Lilly said, "It's in the east wing - Thomas will show you the way. We haven't been in there since the...since before we found out."

Nick and Judy offered final condolences then followed the waiting cheetah through the large home to the east wing. Lora's room was at the end of the hall - Thomas opened the door and let them in saying, "Ms. Lora loved gardening. See the roses?" The cheetah pointed out the window to a large rose garden, meticulously pruned and manicured. "Those were hers. She often had me open these windows so the smell would fill the room."

Lora's room was a typical teenager's room - posters covered the brightly colored walls and a variety of stuffed animals adorned the large bed. This was one thing Judy truly hated about death investigations - going through the homes and rooms of the deceased. To her, it felt like the final indignity - someone's happy memories, most cherished belongings - rifled through like trash. She had done this before and already knew where to look. A large vanity sat against one of the walls covered in papers and knick-knacks. All around the mirror, pictures were pushed into the frame. On most of them was a young gazelle, smiling back. Nick looked around the rest of the room while Judy concentrated on the vanity.

Pulling out her phone, she took shots of all of the photos and quickly scanned through the papers. Most of it was typical - homework assignments, drawings. One thing that caught her eye was an orange rectangle of paper with a stylized tiger paw inside of a circle. It was also pushed into the mirror with the photos as if it was important. Picking it up carefully she turned to Nick.

"Nick, do you know what this is?", she asked, holding it up.

Coming around the bed, Nick took it and turned it over in his hands. "I've never seen anything like this, carrots. Looks like a flyer for a nightclub or even a rave, but there's nothing on it except the symbol - no address or date - nothing."

"Well, that's all I can find here that's at all out of place. Since we don't have any other leads at this point, let's take this back to the station and show it around. See if anyone else knows anything about it", Judy said.

Thomas escorted them back out of the home to their car. After they sat down and Judy prepared to start the car, he knocked on the window. Judy opened it and he leaned in saying, "Mr. and Mrs. Grassmere don't know, but Lora would occasionally sneak out of the home - usually on Thursday evenings. I never knew where she was going - she didn't tell me - I always thought she had a secret boyfriend". Sighing and looking down, Thomas continued, "Please do what you can to bring these killers to justice. Lora was such a happy person - she got along with everyone", then the cheetah turned away and walked back inside.

Just then, the radio crackled to life.

"10-31 in progress corner of Agave and Palm - Sahara Square. All units please respond"

Judy hit the gas, tires spinning in the gravel of the side apron as they took off, lights flashing.


End file.
